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ABSTRACT

The Women No One Wanted To See: The Women Within The Holocaust
by
Valerie Cabezas-Iacono

Advisor: Elissa Bemporad
This paper is a brief historiography of the complexities of unraveling how gender
constructs inform how society perceives both female perpetrators of the Third Reich and victims
of sexual assault during the Holocaust. The women within these categories experienced vastly
different power dynamics from 1939-1945 with the implementation of anti-Semitic ideology that
would go on to forge the genocidal policies of the Nazi State. Seemingly, Aryan and Jewish
women had no traits that linked them besides their biological sex, and this one factor determined
how their experiences would translate within the male-centered discourse of the Holocaust. The
framework of Holocaust studies has failed to address how to incorporate women without seeking
to further align them into a separate sphere of the female-gendered perspective, which has
chosen to view the role of women through the lens of victimhood regardless of whether they
were Aryan or Jew. The failure to incorporate gender analysis as a necessary means of analysis
has also served to sever the ways in which sexual violence during the Holocaust was an
incomparable commonality that affected both men and women, yet relegated them to separate
spheres of silence and visibility.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
Gender expression is a social construct informed through implicit bias. In 1945, despite
surviving Holocaust atrocities during which all sense of identity had been vanquished, men and
women liberated from concentration camps felt that to regain a sense of normalcy, they needed
to re-establish their identities by returning to a socially conformative construction of masculinity
and femininity. So, through such a cultural and social lens most scholars have based their
analysis of how gender played a role in the experiences and choices of both perpetrators and
victims.
In this review, I use the word “gender” to specify the role of women because heterosexual
men are the standard protagonists within most historical narratives. It was not until the 1970s that
women became visible within the mainstream narrative of the Holocaust; comparative studies
then emerged among female scholars advocating for equal visibility of women in the Shoah.
Some historians took issue with focusing on the differences between men and women as victims
and highlighting their different survival tactics, believing that this ultimately detracted from the
fact that both genders were equally persecuted for belonging to the same ethnoreligious group,
but they did not respond with the same argument when comparing culpability and agency among
female perpetrators in comparison to men. The fact that this became a contentious debate among
historians about how to place women within the context of a genocidal apparatus demonstrates
how women are viewed as peripheral actors within a social schematic construct that dictates how
they should be portrayed within their own narrative. Historian Joan Ringelheim sums this up
precisely when she states, “The Nazis' intentionality, if not all their actions, made clear that all
Jews—young or old, male or female, it made no difference—ought to disappear. Every Jew,
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regardless of gender, was equally a victim in the Holocaust.”1 Doris Bergen poses the question of
what studies of women, gender, and sexuality have to do with understanding the Holocaust. She
writes:
Perhaps one of the most significant contributions of feminist theory has been to
emphasize attention and focus on individual lives and experiences. Researchers often
universalize experience and understanding at the expense of theories and perspectives,
and it is often easier to draw broad conclusions than to attend to the singularity of
experiences that lead to complications of theory and variations and understanding.2
And so, to bring women into the fold, a feminist approach was developed.
It is true that with the emergence of Holocaust studies, researchers began to generalize
experiences based on a masculine, heteronormative paradigm, and though many scholars have
taken up the task of shifting the narrative to a more universal experience, they have yet to
completely dismantle the standard framework, including the ways in which gender informs that
structure. A prime example of how the framework is flawed with heteronormative ideals is the
fact that rape, prostitution, sexual bartering, and sterilization are all perceived as feminine
phenomena. This flaw reduces these instruments of degradation while simultaneously ignoring
that they were also used as tools of destruction and humiliation against men. Historians also tend
to amalgamate male rape with homosexuality to adhere to a gender-normative narrative.
Historian Lawrence L. Langer fails to acknowledge this point when he argues that
comparative studies do nothing to address the fact that both men and women were equally

persecuted. He notes that with gendered stories of survival, “the ability to bear suffering, given
the unspeakable sorrow with which all victims were burdened, it seems to me that nothing could

John Roth, “Equality, Neutrality, Particularity: Perspectives on Women and The Holocaust,” in
Experience and Expression: Women, the Nazis, and the Holocaust, ed. Elizabeth R. Baer and Myrna Goldenberg
(Detroit, Michigan: Wayne State University Press, 2003), 9.
2
Doris Bergen, “What Do Studies of Women, Gender and Sexuality Contribute to Understanding the
Holocaust?” in Different Horrors, Same Hell: Gender and the Holocaust, ed. Myrna Goldenberg and Amy Shapiro
(Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 2013), 11.
1
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be crueler or more callous than the attempt to dredge up from this landscape of universal
destruction a mythology of comparative endurance that awards favor to one group of individuals
over another.”3 There is no question that Langer’s argument about the universality of destruction
is valid, considering that the Nazis’ objective was to obliterate the Jewish people. A universal
narrative that highlights how gender expression informs both men and women does not create a
mythology of endurance, but instead allows adequate transparency for women who have
otherwise been “othered” and have only gained visibility through a peripheral lens. However, the
questions remain as to whether experience itself is universal and whether men’s experience
should be viewed as the primary standard when interpreting accounts of survival. Dorota
Glowacka highlights this very perspective by discussing how men were also sidelined within the
narrative of how sexual assault also affected men, and how their experiences did not adhere to
the heteronormative pattern within oral testimony. Glowacka’s investigation into sexual violence
that veered off normative frameworks enabled men to share experiences that do not adhere to the
standard heterosexual male experience because “despite this long track record and although in
many conflict settings sexual violence on men has not been hidden from sight, the experiences of
male survivors of sexual violence have been left out of socially sanctioned historical narratives.”4
Thus, scholars continuously submit to a comparative analysis of how men and women suffered
bodily assaults when, in fact, the discussion should center on how shared experiences affected

men and women differently as they identified with normative gender constructs.
In this investigation, I will explore various crimes of the Holocaust committed
exclusively against women due to their biological function and gender construct. I will examine

Lawrence L. Langer, “Gendered Suffering? Women in Holocaust Testimonies,” in Women in the
Holocaust, ed. Dalia Ofer and Lenore Weitzman, (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998), 362.
4
Dorota Glowacka, “Sexual Violence against Men and Boys during the Holocaust: A Genealogy of (NotSo-Silent) Silence,” German History ghaa032 (2020): 3.
3
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crimes that affected both men and women without the implicit gender bias that relegates the
issue of mental and physical assault to either a masculine or feminine phenomenon. The
heteropatriarchal perspective within Holocaust studies of a one-size-fits-all approach not only
further limits how we identify gender-based crimes but also hinders how we perceive female
perpetrators versus male ones.
Historians Claudia Koonz and Gisela Bock are mentioned throughout academia as
representative voices for the two emerging perspectives that first appeared within feminist
scholarship when discussing the role of women within the Nazi regime. Koonz assigns full
accountability to German women regarding how they used their positions as wives and mothers
to support their men lovingly, keeping the ideal nuclear family intact while their men tortured
and murdered millions of innocents. Bock criticized Koonz for her evisceration of women, as
“with one particular feminist line of thought, namely equal rights feminism. Koonz had wanted
to show that women, when thrown back into a specifically female sphere, helped to prop up
violent patriarchal structures even in this area, in fact especially in it.”5 In contrast to the
perpetrator thesis, Bock initially reasoned that women were victims within the Nazi regime
because they were merely valued as reproductive agents and were seen within National
Socialism “as constituting a policy of extreme pro-natalism and a cult of motherhood, which are
in turn interpreted as the essential and distinctive features of National Socialist sexism and the

regime’s victimization of women.”6 Later, Bock changed her perspective, along with emerging
female scholars such as Wendy Lower and Christina Herkommer, who discuss the ways in which

Christina Herkommer, “Women under National Socialism: Women’s Scope for Action and the Issue of
Gender,” in Ordinary People as Mass Murderers: Perpetrators in Comparative Perspectives, ed. Olaf Jensen and
Claus Szejnmann (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 108.
6
Gisela Bock, “Equality and Difference in National Socialist Racism” in Beyond Equality and Difference:
Citizenship, Feminist Politics and Female Subjectivity, ed. Gisela Bock and Susan James (London, UK: Routledge,
1992), 90.
5

4

women circumvented the ideals and limitations of Kinder, Kirche, Küche (children, church,
kitchen) and demonstrate not only that women had knowledge of what was happening, but more
often than not, they engaged in their jobs with gusto.
By using the term “multiplicity of roles,” scholars obscure women’s agency and
culpability. Many Aryan women found singularly female-gendered positions within the Nazi
regime as nurses, schoolteachers, and secretaries. Women and men were employed alongside one
another as camp guards, doctors, pilots, and more, although women were never officially
considered a part of the official Nazi party. Scholars have argued that Aryan women were
victims within the Nazi regime. However, if we do consider them victims, we would have to do
the same with men because both genders faced either being killed or sent to concentration camps
if they dissented against state-sanctioned anti-Semitism. The majority of Germans did not oppose
Nazi racist ideology and denied that they knew of the rampant state-sponsored anti-Semitism that
Joseph Goebbels’ propaganda machine began turning out as early as 1933. Both men and women
were caught up in the monsoon of state-sponsored terror; the main difference between the
genders was that women denied and circumvented their guilt and culpability by using the excuse
of feminine naivety to claim that they were simply following orders. Ian Kershaw explains this
as the “apologetic counter-picture that placed the emphasis not on propaganda but on repression:
this was a self-image of the Germans as the helpless victims of a totalitarian terror incapable of

voicing their dissent from Nazi policies.”7
Revealing the implicit biases that accompany gender expression illustrates how
subjectivity creeps in as scholars investigate and discuss testimony through a gendered lens.

7

Ian Kershaw, Hitler, the Germans, and the Final Solution (London, UK: Yale University Press, 2009),

140.
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Additionally, it is essential to deconstruct the emphasis that cultural, religious, and societal
norms place on female and male functionality and examine how those structures stay in place
even after the mass destruction of morality and normality. With the inception of Holocaust
studies, scholars unwittingly kept in place gender barriers that dictated the perceptions of both
victims and perpetrators and acquiesced to those gendered expectations of female victimhood
and male guilt. It is through these processes that historians, interviewers, prosecutors, and
journalists relegated men and women into spaces that adhered to their “proper” gender identity
and thus kept individuals from defining their own space and narrating their experiences without
fear of judgment. This would have allowed for a deeper look into how men and women who
survived the Holocaust left their gender identities behind in an attempt to survive their
decimation as one body.

6

INTRODUCTION
Gender roles greatly affect how members of society interpret experience and emotion.
It is within gender constructs that society perceives participation as either masculine or feminine.
Women played a substantial role in the orchestration and execution of the plans and goals of
Hitler’s Germany. The extensive scholarship on the Holocaust and the implementation of the
Final Solution have mostly focused on men as willing perpetrators and women as passive
participants based on preconceived notions of womanhood. However, to understand the totality
of harm done by the Third Reich, we must analyze all participants and victims objectively.
Furthermore, scholars continually navigate how to represent Jewish women as individuals within
the horrors of the Shoah without diminishing the suffering of men. This apprehension serves to
continue the disconnect between gender and trauma; understanding that though men and women
suffered equally because they were united in their persecution, there is still a disassociation in
discussing how men were equally victims of assaults that have been socialized as gender-specific
and how scholars regularly adhere to socially conforming gender narratives. The horrors
committed and experienced by both genders transgressed social and moral norms and so cannot
be examined through binary-gendered constructs; we must examine how gender expression
informed how both men and women compartmentalized and processed these crimes.
The juxtaposition of repression and opportunity within the Third Reich created a unique

play on power dynamics that allowed women to use the policies and politics of Nazism to be
both seen and heard in the private and public sectors of a new and omnipotent Germany. The
implementation of the Final Solution inadvertently created an opportunity for women’s
participation outside of regimented gender expectations. Lower describes how women seized
upon the opportunities that went beyond the roles of wife and mother:

7

For ambitious young women, the possibilities for advancement lay in the emerging Nazi
empire abroad. They left behind repressive laws, bourgeois mores, and social traditions
that made life in Germany regimented and oppressive. Women in the eastern territories
witnessed and committed atrocities in a more open system, and as part of what they saw
as a professional opportunity and liberating experience.8
Women benefitted by participating in the misogynistic hierarchy of SS personnel within
the Nazi apparatus. The fact that women were under the direction of a male SS officer would
later serve to circumvent their accountability and personal guilt. It is because of this official
pecking order between male and female perpetrators that both historians and society have
inordinately delayed a frank discussion of how and why National Socialism made both genders
equal participants in the murder and destruction of much of the Jewish population. Mailänder
and Szobar discuss the logistical differences between women and men as official members of the
SS:
Following a strict gender separation in accordance with Heinrich Himmler’s direct
orders, female guards (SS-Aufseherinnen) were only employed in concentration camps
for women. Female guards thus enjoyed a specific status in the hierarchy. On the one
hand, like SS men, they benefited from their status as employees of the Reich, and came
under the jurisdiction of the SS. On the other, and unlike their male equivalents, they
were not formally members of the SS, and did not belong to the SS-Sippschaft, the “clan.”
Their official designation—as female auxiliaries [weibliches Gefolge] of the Armed SS—
denotes their special position: they were civil employees within a parliamentary
organization. Yet to attribute to them a merely subordinate status fails to take into full
account the historical reality. Responsible for roll calls, for organizing prisoners into
kommandos, and for supervising women inmates in the barracks and at work, the guards
exercised direct power over the prisoners.9
It is this paradigm of obfuscation within the Holocaust’s perpetrator history that
illustrates how gender expression serves as an obstacle to understanding participation in
atrocities as a collective partnership. Rather, academia continuously adheres to the model in

Wendy Lower, Hitler’s Furies: German Women in the Nazi Killing Fields (Boston, MA: Houghton
Mifflin Harcourt, 2013), 9.
9
Elissa Mailänder and Patricia Szobar, Female SS Guards and Workaday Violence: The Majdanek
Concentration Camp, 1942–1944 (East Lansing, Michigan: Michigan State University Press, 2015), xiii.
8
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which gender narratives serve as a means of justification and interpretation of how and why
women differed from men in the execution of their crimes.
Atrocities Experienced by Both Genders

Women-Specific Experiences

Sterilization

Prostitution Within Brothels

Rape

Abortions

Sexual Bartering

Pregnancy

Experimentation

Childbirth

Venereal disease

Menstruation

Sexual abuse

Table 1. Differences in experiences among Holocaust survivors according to gender.
Table 1 illustrates the commonalities and singularities between men and women within

the camp structure and brings to light the way in which scholars discuss survivors of rape and
sexual assaults as gender-specific crimes. Holocaust historians have yet to accurately examine
how women encountered different challenges compared to men and how some experiences,
particularly rape, also affected men. This path of investigation fails to address how rape in its
intention or outcome is not gender-specific, and yet society consistently interprets sexual assault
as a female issue. Carol Rittner and John Roth write,

The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda states that rape is used for such purposes
as intimidation, degradation, humiliation, discrimination, punishment, control or
destruction of a person. Like torture, rape is a violation of personal dignity, and rape in
fact constitutes torture when inflicted by or at the instigation of or with the consent or
acquiescence of a public official or other person acting in an official capacity.10

10
Carol Rittner and John Roth, Rape: Weapon of War and Genocide (St. Paul, Minnesota: Paragon House
Publishers, 2012), xv.
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It is imperative to unpack how rape is used as a tool of mass destruction within the context of
genocide and therefore cannot be discussed as gender-specific during warfare. Society has
generalized rape as a feminine phenomenon and further complicated the narrative by describing
women as either ingénues or whores, making it incomprehensible that a man could have such
feminine characteristics, which furthers the problematic issue of toxic masculinity.
Rape is not solely an expression of perversion and sadistic sexual violence, though one
cannot disregard that this was a motivating factor during the Holocaust in an atmosphere where
normative social and emotional constructs were completely broken down, and men thus
“engaged in sexual activity with Jewish women who were both young and beautiful” and “the
fact that perpetrators selected their victims specifically based on their attractiveness reveals a
primary motivation for sexual pleasure.”11 In looking for scholarship about heterosexual men and
their experiences with rape and sexual assault, it is difficult to find a variety of researchers who
thought to ask male Holocaust survivors what they knew about this: whether they themselves had
experienced it or what their thoughts were on the subject. Despite the existence of many male
victims who have experienced rape as a tool of degradation and dominance, there is scant
literature that demonstrates that, while in “many conflict settings, sexual violence on men has not
been hidden from sight, the experiences of male survivors of sexual violence have been left out
of socially sanctioned historical narratives.”12

Even more troubling in analyzing the experiences of men and women and the broad
variety of tactics used to break down their humanity, resistance, and dignity is that abuses
involving mental and physical submission are often considered to be experienced exclusively by

11
12

Alana Fangrad, Wartime Rape and Sexual Violence (Bloomington, Indiana: AuthorHouse, 2013), 42.
Glowacka, “Sexual Violence,” 3.
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women. This further perpetuates the negative feminization of men who identify as homosexual,
casting them outside the realm of masculinity and relegating them to a state that is neither male
nor female; instead, they are forced to occupy a space undefined by normal gender-expressive
constructs. This particular narrative also fails to address the singular level of persecution inflicted
upon homosexual men within the hierarchy of Shoah victims. In direct comparison to their
treatment of gay men, however, “Nazis dismissed lesbianism as a state and social problem
because they believed lesbians could still carry out a German woman’s primary role: to be a
mother of as many Aryan babies as possible. Every woman, regardless of her sexuality, could
serve the Nazi state as wife and mother.”13 It is with this knowledge that Holocaust studies must
look into how our interpretation of personal experience and agency is riddled with the implicit
bias of how we view men and women through gender-specific designations.

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, “Lesbians in the Third Reich,” Holocaust Encyclopedia,
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, accessed September 9, 2020.
13
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Chapter One: The Miseducation of Biology
Biology is not indicative of moral aptitude; neither does it dictate a person’s strengths and
weaknesses. Society and culture have constructed gender norms based not on science or history,
but rather on misleading bias. Evelyn Reed, a prominent leader of the Socialist Workers Party,
dispels these harmful and sexiest claims:
Perhaps the most pernicious pseudoscientific propaganda on female inferiority is that
offered in the name of biology. According to the myth makers in this field, females are
biologically handicapped by the organs and functions of motherhood. . . . It is obvious that
females are biologically different from males in that only the female sex possesses the
organs and functions of maternity. But it is not true that nature is responsible for the
oppression of women; such degradation is exclusively the result of man-made institutions
and laws in a class-divided patriarchal society. It did not exist in primitive classless society
and it does not exist in the animal world.14
It is clear these misconceptions have been detrimental to the evolution of humankind, but as gender
and sex become fluid concepts, these archaic and limited characterizations will eventually break
down, and progress can be achieved with each passing generation. However, for the generation of
Nazi women, these misconceptions relegate them into victims of a genocidal war machine and
serve a dual purpose in using their sexuality to suppress their capacity and abilities to be active
agents of racism, violence, and murder and subsequently offer an apologetic interpretation of their
involvement within a totalitarian society that forcibly swept them into accessing the male world of
brutality.
Lower discusses how the Latin term for “perpetrator” has its origins in masculine roots and
is defined as to accomplish by “pater or father.”15 Moreover, the viewpoint of male perpetrators

Evelyn Reed, Is Biology Woman’s Destiny? (New York, NY: Pathfinder Press, 1985), 9.
Wendy Lower, “German Women and the Holocaust in the Nazi East,” in Women and Genocide: Survivors,
Victims, Perpetrators, ed. Elissa Bemporad and Joyce W. Warren (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press,
2018), 118.
14
15
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in contrast to females: “Male agency is embedded in the term as it has come to also mean the
execution of a crime. When we think of violent criminals, we do not think of women . . . However,
in genocidal societies and terrorist movements, where violence has been a defining feature of the
system of rule and ideology, women have become mass murderers.”16 The main issue with
ascribing to women the inability to be active participants who acted with the same callousness as
men is that they occupied a space within societal and historical contexts that meant that they should

not have partaken in such brutal actions.
When women who participate in genocide hold this space, they shed their responsibility of
demonstrating docile characteristics constructed by the patriarchy. The conclusion drawn from
shedding this mandated role is that either women were dubious collaborators who begrudgingly
participated, which “reproduces traditional ideas regarding the (non) relation between femininity
and politics and evokes a sexualized imagery where women are seduced by a powerful charismatic

leader,”17 or they engaged in the politics and helped implement the policies of a murderous regime.
The ascribed eroticized narrative used to explain the motives of women accessing the same violent
behaviors as men would call into question their sexual nature and would label them sexual
deviants. Johanna Altvater, a secretary to a Nazi regional official in Ukraine, was described as a
“she-man,” and according to Jewish survivors and German character witnesses, she “had a large
frame, close-cropped haircut and masculine features which they linked to her aggressive behavior.

In these depictions of violence, Johanna Altvater is portrayed in an ambiguous, indeed repulsive
male–female form.”18 Feminist historians are also guilty of further perpetuating these

Lower, “German Women,” 118.
Claudia Lenz and Kirsten Heinsohn, “Decoding the Gendered Order of Memory in Hitler’s Frauen,”
German Politics & Society 26, no. 4 (2008), 146.
18
Lower, Hitler’s Furies, 128.
16
17
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interpretations of women who behaved sadistically as unfeminine, as if a woman who commits a
crime cannot also be feminine but is stripped of gender identity and labeled as “other,” which
produces an enigmatic perception. Claudia Lenz and Kirsten Heinsohn discuss how women are
often portrayed by male and female historians within this context:
even feminists stuck to long-lasting patterns of interpretation conceptualizing women as
peaceful, apolitical, and suffering from the patriarchal Nazi machine. However, this
perspective of women as victims lead to a representation of monstrosity in cases where
women had acted brutally. Yet, authors perceived it as remarkable that women could work
in concentration camps and behave sadistically. In illustrations and interpretations, female
guards are demonized—exemplified by the “bitch of Belsen” image—they were different
from “normal” women. Making the evidence exceptional reproduced stereotypical pictures
of females being passive and compassionate caregivers.19
Only recently have scholars begun to break down these misconceptions and realized that men could
not have operated and implemented the Final Solution without women and that to access the scale
and structure of the Holocaust, gender bias has no place in determining what perpetration and
participation within a murderous regime look like.

19

Lenz and Heinsohn, “Decoding,” 141.
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Chapter Two: A Return to Kinder, Kuche, Kirche
The young German men and women of the interwar years were scarred by the devastating
and humiliating terms of the Treaty of Versailles that subjected German citizens to bear
responsibility for creating the breeding grounds for a devastating world war. Hitler and the Nazi
Party gave these impressionable minds the ability to shift the blame to leftist political enemies and
to the Jewish Bolshevists who had stabbed Germany in the back during World War I, leading to

their humiliating defeat. Hitler propagated bombastic ideals of expansionism and grand illusions of
merging the lost lands of the East with the West so that it could be inhabited by the “superior race”
of Germanic peoples and create the ideological ideal of Lebensrauman. Lower explains how the
morale of Germany after World War I was an opportune breeding ground for National Socialism:
Male Germans who had the bad fortune of maturing at the time of World War I became a
distinctive lot, deformed in ways that we are still trying to diagnose. One historian has
identified this generation of young men as “uncompromising,” and hard-core ideologues
and self-convinced professionals who realized their ambitions in the SS elite as developers
of the Holocaust machinery in Berlin.20
I expand on this point and argue that German women were maturing along with these men who felt
like the disenfranchised lot that had been defrauded by enemies of the state; the wives, sisters, and
daughters of these men were listening to the patriarchal figures in their lives who would bring
home the incendiary rhetoric that combined eugenics, racism, nationalism, and dreams of what
could have been and what could still be for Germany. Their exposure to this rhetoric may not have

been as proximally connected as the men, but they were nonetheless exposed to it. For the droves
of women who would go on to become part of the Nazi apparatus, the exposure was enough for
them to realize their ambitions of gaining visibility and receiving acknowledgment for their
contributions as well.

20

Lower, Hitler’s Furies, 16.
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In accordance with Nazi ideology, the emancipatory progress that women had experienced
within the Weimar Republic and the feministic values that were propagated by left-wing politics
had done nothing more than cause confusion among men and women and prohibit them from
fulfilling their biological destinies. National Socialism would provide men and women with the
tools to assume their rightful roles, give women back the security that could be found in traditional
roles, and expunge feministic values while simultaneously incorporating women into a pseudo-

sphere of politics that would call for their participation, all the while indoctrinating them to not
seek validation beyond their predetermined destinies as wives and mothers of the Third Reich.
Koonz states,
Before Hitler used Lebensraum to popularize conquest in the East, however, the term was
ambiguous. Besides serving as a code word for the bellicose expansion in Hitler's
vocabulary, it also meant to contemporaries “a space in which to live,” or “living room”
inside Germany—a social space with domestic tranquility and where traditional values
reigned. . . . Dr. Gertrud Baümer captured this meaning in her book The Woman in the New
Lebensraum in which she outlined women’s responsibilities for bringing order and
humanity to public life in times of hardship and chaos.”21
The ideals of Kinder, Kuche, Kirche were crucial to the Nazi propaganda machine. If
women continued to step out of her domain of home and hearth, it would threaten their traditional
roles meant to aid the state. Women were therefore pulled into the fold of cooperation, and feminist
values of emancipation and stepping into the masculine sphere of equal participation and rights
would now become corroboration within the home and in the Third Reich. There is no plausibility

to the claim that these women were naïve about their husbands’ deeds or Hitler’s agenda. Lower
further explains how women saw themselves in relation to men and their participation by
explaining, “Hitler’s aim was to raise ordinary Germans’ racial consciousness, but for many
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women, the rational awakening was also a political awakening. Women began to act on the
ambitious notion, at times daunting but more often energizing, that they should expect more from
life.”22 While some women were at the opposite spectrum of zealousness for brutal policies, and
there is testimony to prove it, what is inconceivable is not connecting the dots to how and why
these other women participated. Though National Socialism was repressive of women and their
agency, it also created opportunities that allowed them to segue into a position of visibility in both

the private and public spheres.
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Chapter Three: Wife and Citizen
While women may not have occupied formal positions like those of men within the Nazi
Regime, that does not diminish their collusion, participation, and promotion of a genocidal society
and Hitler’s war of expansion into the East. The instrumental method in achieving this utopian
society of Lebensraum would be by destroying the lives of the Untermenschen (subhuman people).
Though that term was inclusive of Slavs, Poles, Russians, and Romani people, it was a preface to

Hitler’s true motive of implementing a full-scale genocide intended to eradicate the Jews from
Germany and eventually the world. The expansion of the East offered more than dreams of living
space; it offered the opportunity:
for ambitious young women, the possibilities for advancement lay in the emerging Nazi
empire abroad. They left behind repressive laws, bourgeois mores, and social traditions that
made life in Germany regimented and oppressive. Women in the eastern territories
witnessed and committed atrocities in a more open system and as a part of what they saw as
a professional opportunity and as a liberating experience.23

The women in the Third Reich developed unprincipled agendas depending on how they identified
and sought opportunities within the ideological principles of a totalitarian regime that obscured its
motives through rhetoric based on progress and liberation as well as “totalitarian lawfulness,
defying legality and pretending to establish the direct reign of justice on earth, executes the law of
History or of Nature without translating it into the standards of right and wrong for individual
behavior.”24 Thusly, moral standards shifted from universal humanistic standards to Nazi

standards, and the women who were either conscripted or voluntarily went East as wives and lovers
of Nazi officials or sought professions as teachers, nurses, secretaries, and camp guards would all
take part in carrying out the goals of National Socialism that would allow for their inclusion and
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visibility. The participation of lovers and wives is most often diminished within the Nazi narrative,
but even though their support, acquiescence, and perpetration were not in an official capacity, it
does not lessen their contribution. In “God’s Love and Women’s Love: Prison Chaplains Counsel
Wives of Nazi Perpetrators,” Katharina von Kellenbach explains how women saw their roles
within their home:
the wives of SS men were carefully inducted into the SS race community
(Sippengemeinschaft) and felt committed to the code of ethics that made the SS and elite
unit in the national socialist revolution. They understood their role as running the
household, raising children, and maintaining the mental, physical, and spiritual well-being
of their husbands. They recognized their contribution as an integral part of the battle to
cleanse and renew the fatherland and vowed unconditional and eternal loyalty to their
husbands in the oath taken during SS marriage ceremonies.25
These women could incorporate their support privately by assuring their partners and children
through the creation of separate spheres that would divide the outside world of banality and
genocide from the inviolability of domestic bliss. Lower gives many examples of wives who were

present in the East, such as Vera Wohlhauf, wife of Captain Julius Wohlhauf, an SS commander
present at the liquidation of the Miedzyrzecpodlaski ghetto in August 1942: “from the perspective
of the Jews who had already suffered violent beatings and wild shootings in the Nazi roundup,
Vera appeared as a persecutor, as ‘one of them.’”26 Wives also denounced political offenders of
Nazi Socialism, which unknowingly also created a shift in the private sphere in which women used
denunciations as a means of fighting their own battles within the home and gaining freedom and

visibility:
They sought to appropriate the much propagated “Führer Prinzip” for their domestic
matters. Nazi rhetoric promised to restore the dignity and respect of the housewife and
mother within the family, and these wives urged the state and its agencies to put such
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promises into practice. In return they acted as loyal citizens of the Fatherland by reporting
their husband’s politically deviant behavior.27
The power in denunciation provided a different form of visibility that did not occur within
the construct of loving wife and co-conspirator but became a device through which women voiced
their displeasure with the suppression and abuse fundamental to the Nazi era. For many of these
women, war was also waged at home. Denunciation became a way to sound the alarm against the
brutalities they faced and served to show how power was exercised on many levels, demonstrating
“all people are affected by power; all individuals exercise power just as, at all times, power is being
exerted upon them.”28 The existence of harmony, respect, and comfort could not coexist in the
public and private spheres in the context of a government whose policies destroyed the harmony,
respect, and comfort of lives deemed unworthy of existence. Joshi Vandana gives a voice to
women who exercised their power outside of the dutiful and supportive wife:
political denunciation unleashed its own dynamics of power equations in conjugal life in
an unprecedented manner. It enabled women to work against the stereotypical image of
subservient wives and passive accomplices of their husbands. Women also made a vital
contribution to Nazi power, not so much through “preserving the illusion of love” as
through making their disillusionment public.29
In Nazi Germany, love and support within familial constructs could not exist privately within a
government that was a massive genocidal war machine. Historians speak of feminine and
masculine attributes; what they have failed to demonstrate is that evil has no face or gender, so we
cannot claim that women were supportive on any level when they were devoid of humanistic
characteristics, which is obvious by their merciless abetting.
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Chapter Four: The Feminine and the Formal Collide
I will surmise in this section the administrative factions and labor conscription in an effort
to illustrate the various functions that women held within the Nazi regime. I will focus on how
female concentration camp guards exercised a visible form of power and highlight how the use of
violence muddled gender constructs and demonstrates how crimes committed by German men and
women with the same use of cruelty, violence, and torture toward Jewish men, women, and

children illustrates how evil transcends gender. Though many German women became ideological
allies against the Untermensch, participation varied. The Nazi Regime initially struggled with the
idea of mobilizing women, and many voluntarily left for the East to search for opportunities in
which they could wield personal autonomy. For those who had no desire to travel east,
occupational choices were limited because men were engaged on the war front.
According to historian Elizabeth Harvey, a vast number of systems were in place for

recruiting young women to the East:
A variety of agencies recruited women for these tasks, often in liaison with the SS officials
running Himmler’s ‘Reich Commissariat for the Strengthening of Germandom’
(Reichskommissariat für die Festigung deutschen Volkstums or RKFDV). Party
organisations such as the Nazis women’s organisation (NS-Frauenschaft), the Nazi women
students’organisation (Arbeitsgemeinschaft nationalsozialistischer Studentinnen) the
League of German Girls (Bunf deutscher Mädel or BDM), the Women’s Labor Service
(Reichsarbeitsdienst für die weibliche Jugend) and the Nazi welfare organisation
(Nationalsozialistische Volkswohlfahrt or NSV), all mounted initiatives to provide
education and welfare for ethnic Germans in the occupied east and recruited women for
these projects.30
Labor Service within the Third Reich would go on to become compulsory for women ages
seventeen to twenty-five in 1939 and seventeen to forty-five in 1943. The functions of the women
traveling east ranged from the desk murderers, who presumed themselves innocent because they
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worked in an administrative capacity, to the nurses who tortured and killed those who were a drain
on the state’s resources. These secretaries saw themselves within a separate sphere from the
murderers of the regime who used weapons and physical violence. They chose to ignore what they
heard and saw, and they decided that their involvement was peripheral at best, which was a way to
ease their consciences. These administrators mindlessly organized the deaths of millions of people.
Without their cooperation and exhaustive, meticulous documentation and organizational skills, the

Holocaust would not have been possible.
The nurses who served Nazi terrorism did so with methodical apathy. The nursing
profession is meant to be undertaken with a compassion and zeal for the care and comfort of human
life. German women felt that this was exactly what they were doing for the lives that were worthy
of such care, but not for the subhumans they helped euthanize. Their exposure to ideological
training was extraordinary not only in its indoctrination but also in its zeal of circulating racial

propaganda to healthy Aryan women of the Third Reich. It was in this noble profession that many
women felt they could offer the qualities inherited by their sex to the war effort as “angels of the
front.”31 Lower describes how women were actually the antithesis of this image:
A Red Cross nurse sent to Riga explained before a video camera recently that she had been
taught about the “evil people in Russia,” the “Bolshevik communists” who butchered and
devoured children. It is apparent in the video that she had started to say “Jews,” but she
quickly censored herself and used the words “Bolshevik communists” instead. “We all
believed what we were told.”32

It was not that these nurses blindly swallowed the rhetoric of racial eugenics; it was that they had
long been exposed to the several forms in which anti-Semitism can be demonstrated; “in the Third
Reich, anti-Semitism was an official state ideology, which added to its unassailability. It became a
defining element of the Reich. It permeated everyday life, shaped professional and intimate
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relationships, and generated criminal government policies.”33 These women were immersed in a
genocidal society that targeted Jews, and they used every tool available to them to eradicate this
drain on society. The nurses in the hospitals, asylums, and concentration camps and others who
partook in the euthanasia program played an especially important role by having direct access to
how, why, when, and where thousands were murdered by carrying out orders with their own hands.
Female concentration camp guards were distinct from the secretaries, nurses, and wives

who participated with the Third Reich because their role was characterized as “masculine.” The
fact that women within a formal position visibly exerted cruelty and violence through disciplinary
means that allowed them to exert power over life and death would go on to form the experiences
and memories of victims, which lends legitimacy to differentiated gender treatment and the
hierarchy of power structures between male and female guards. In Female SS Guards and
Workaday Violence, Elissa Maliänder and Patricia Szobar describe the hierarchy of women in

relation to that of men within concentration camps, following a strict gender separation in
accordance with Heinrich Himmler’s direct orders:
Female guards (SS-Aufseherinnen) were only employed in concentration camps for women.
Female guards thus enjoyed a specific status in the hierarchy. On the one hand, like SS
men, they benefited from their status as employees of the Reich, and came under the
jurisdiction of the SS. On the other hand, unlike their male equivalents, they were not
formally members of the SS, and did not belong to the SS-Sippschaft, the “clan.” Their
official designation—as female auxiliaries [weibliches Gefolge] of the Armed SS”—
denotes their special position: they were civil employees within a paramilitary organization.
Yet to attribute them a merely subordinate status fails to take into full account the historical
reality. Responsible for role calls, for organizing prisoners into kommandos, and for
supervising women inmates in the barracks and at work, the guards exercised direct power
over the prisoners.34
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Ravensbrück, the first official concentration camp built exclusively for women, opened in
May 1939. The average age of female guards was twenty-six, and though accuracy is difficult to
attain, records indicate that there were an estimated 3,500 guards. Recruits were trained there and
given a three-month probationary period and introduction to concentration camp life. Women were
required to sign documents agreeing that they would be under the jurisdiction of the SS and police,
sign a declaration of confidentiality and documents on how to deal with prisoners, refrain from

physically abusing the inmates, and swear loyalty to the Fürher and their superiors. These were
official positions for young women “who possessed no specific vocational background skills. By
implication, then, the target was a limited to women from lower social classes, who either had to
earn their own living, or who needed to help support their families,”35 which likely added to their
feelings of superiority over those whom they deemed inferior.
The hierarchy of power within the camp system between male and female guards may have

further exacerbated the way in which women demonstrated their power and control in their
position. Mailänder and Szobar take a Foucauldian perspective on how the power was exercised
between inmates and guards living under camp conditions:
Power exists only when it is exercised. Foucault posits that it acts directly and immediately,
and also influences the actions of individuals. He sees power as a mode of action that reacts
to other forces. “It insights, induces, and seduces; power can simplify or abstract an
individual’s action. Male and female guards were both the objects and subjects of power,
this concept of power allows us to scrutinize how female guards and the SS man in the
camp reproduce, expanded upon, and appropriated the rules and regulations that have been
communicated to them.36
The juxtaposition of dual power structures between the inmates and their superiors drove women to
demonstrate and maximize their capacity to exercise power whenever possible. Female camp
guards were given symbols of status, such as uniforms and weapons, that furthered these feelings
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of superiority. According to Heschel, “women were issued a uniform: a gray outfit of jacket and
pants, with the sign of the Rechtsadler, but not the Totenkopf, boots and a cap. They were given a
pistol, Stöcken (rod) and a whip and often had dogs.”37 These status symbols were a few of the
means that women were given to anchor their dominance, induce fear among inmates, and claim
respect from their male peers.
It was the dynamic of wielding an unprecedented amount of power that enabled these

women, like men, to torture and kill millions of innocent people. Camps guards were not allowed
to use physical violence against inmates, but how can limits on violence be put in place within a
regime whose whole premise is exerting violence? A survivor of Ravensbrück, an ethnologist,
describes how female camp guards ascended the ladder of evil and perpetration:
The beginners usually appeared frightened upon first contact with the camp, and it took
some time to attain the level of cruelty and a battery of their seniors. Some of us made a
rather grim little game of measuring the time it took for a new Aufesherin to win her
stripes. One little Aufseherin, 20 years old, who was at first so ignorant of proper camp
“manners” that she said “excuse me” when walking in front of a prisoner, needed exactly
four days to adopt the requisite manner, although it was totally new for her. As for the
others, a week or two, a month at the most, was an average orientation period.38
While the SS-Aufseherin were not employed at the death camps, the psychological terror they
inflicted through gassings and shootings could be considered worse than the certain death faced in
those camps. The violence they perpetrated against prisoners by verbal abuse, slaps, blows, and
starvation was the building block that female guards used to establish dominance, demonstrate their

ability to discipline in the same way as their male counterparts, and combat their own feelings of
guilt and inadequacy as human beings who were partaking in committing genocide. From a
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psychological standpoint, to remain focused on their duties within a genocidal system, these
guards’ daily abuse and torture toward inmates kept them indoctrinated to inflict torture and
subordination toward the “subhumans” within camps. Males and females alike pushed aside their
moral compasses, demonstrating that inhumanity has no gender.
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Chapter Five: Evil Has No Face
With the defeat of Germany—and with the world judging the atrocious crimes committed
against the Jews in Germany and Eastern Europe—history began to rewrite itself. In comparison to
men, only a handful of women were tried, and those who were convicted were sensationalized in
the press as depraved, sadistic deviants who were the exception to the rule of society’s female

construct. By making certain women the exception, “women remained in the female sphere, and
are thus endowed with the innocence of crimes of the modern state, but at the price of being placed
outside modernity, and indeed outside history itself.”39 It is hard to comprehend that this could
come to be accepted when a major part of the groundwork within a totalitarian regime is founded
upon using all available resources in order to execute the goals of the state. These resources include
men as well as women. Heschel gives an explanation as to why many found it hard to grapple with

women and their participation:
Women’s cruelty is presented with a sense of surprise, transgressing gender expectations,
whereas men's cruelty is discussed without reference to their gender, as though the
connection between atrocity and maleness is self-evident. The descriptions are written to
satisfy our gender expectations: women’s cruelty is surprising, while men’s is expected;
women are basically innocent by nature, so an act of cruelty is viewed as abnormal.
Yet what is the explanation for women being written out of the Holocaust, especially when these
female perpetrators were the ones to give accounts of German deeds? Century investigates this

issues with postwar testimony given by the secretaries who had worked at the Reich Main Security
Office (Reichssicherheitshauptamt or the RSHA). According to Century, these secretaries could
not be tried even though they performed vital functions and were interrogated by the Allies and
German prosecutors. According to Century, “the interrogations were a vital part of the preparations
39
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or trials, although . . . the prosecutors did not intend to indict the women and the women were
aware of that, perhaps freeing them to speak candidly about their tasks.”40 Perhaps the prosecutors
did this purposely to extract as much reliable information as possible, but that does not account for
why historians have relegated women to a distant sphere, apart from men, which has only clouded
their ability to understand their guilt and agency alongside men.
I find that the inability to judge women as conclusively as men is part of why gendered

prescriptions have persisted in the pedagogy of Holocaust studies. The inconsistency in how many
female perpetrators were captured, tried, and sentenced “was due to the fact that there was no
universal procedure for dealing with these women; it depended heavily on which Allied-occupied
zone they resided in after the war.”41 Though some women were executed for their crimes and
some went to jail, their numbers are small in comparison to men who were consistently tried and
executed. Women who were once the desk murderers, nurses, camp guards, widows, and lovers

participated in the regime and then resumed life as though they had not been part of the largest
mass genocide in history.
At first, men constructed the dominant narrative of perpetration of the Holocaust, and when
feminist historians came along, they shared in the narrative, seeing women as innocent bystanders,
victims who had no choice but to participate. Mushaben speaks on how feminists in the 1980s
discovered that uncovering women’s roles as subjects and agents of social change is a four-stage

historiographical process: the first phase is compensatory history; the second, contribution history;
the third, a rewriting of the dominant historical narrative; and the final stage reassesses the broader
parameters of history as socially constructed through gender, race, class, along with new forms of
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female agency.42 Mushaben’s method is vital in understanding how mass movements and events
occur and gives historians a useful tool to conduct historical investigation without bias.
Examining genocide as a human behavior transcends gender. Lower gives her extended
interpretation of Holocaust historian Yehuda Bauer’s comment about how the destruction of
genocide is a human behavior:
Applying terms like beastly and bestiality to the Nazis is “an insult to the animal kingdom
because animals do not do things like that; the behavior of the perpetrators was all too
human, not inhuman.” Genocide as an idea and an act is a human phenomenon. Perpetration
of genocide requires human cognitive abilities, and ideology of hatred with all its mythic
and emotional power, and well-developed systems for organizing and implementing it.
Humans are the only animals that commit genocide.43
Virtues based on integrity and contrition are not gender prescribed. Men and women partook
equally in the crimes of the genocidal apparatus whose instrumental objective was the destruction
and obliteration of the entire Jewish race that would have extended beyond Germany had the Third
Reich not surrendered. Men and women were not different in their experiences of the defeat and
humiliation of World War I; they had both lost loved ones, faced the devastating detrimental
circumstances of the interwar years, were susceptible to the ideology of National Socialism, felt
patriotic fervor, and wanted to become visible participants in resurrecting the glory of Germany.
Both understood that anti-Semitism was a deeply ingrained facet of Nazism, and both subscribed to
this ideology and decided their individual proximity to this murderous agenda. I do not mean to say
that every German was an anti-Semite and that no brave souls resisted, but those who wore their
uniforms with pride turned in their humanity for a chance to wield power.
Arendt explains how men and women saw themselves in relation to the policies of National
Socialism:
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These deeds were not committed by outlaws, monsters, or raving sadists, but by the most
respected members of respectable society. Finally, it must be realized that although these
mass murderers acted consistently with a racist or anti-Semitic, or at any rate a
demographic ideology, the murderers and their direct accomplices more often than not did
not believe in these ideological justifications; for them, it was enough that everything
happened according to the “will of the Führer,” which was the law of the land, and in
accordance with the “words of the Führer,” which had the force of the law.44
These men and women did not commit acts against humanity because their gender informed their
choices. Participating in evil and executing orders in the name of the state are an individual’s

choice motivated by human faults and weaknesses that have nothing to do with our biology. If
gender constructs inform choices, how do we explain nurturing men and aggressive women? Is it
because gender bias is an archaic patriarchal construct that is not founded in facts, but in bigotry? If
we persistently fail to view world events through an unbiased lens, then we will repeat the mistakes
of the past and become perpetrators who have also prescribed to gendered bias rather than the
humanistic perspective in uncovering the truths within history.
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Chapter Six: The Women Who Pled the Fifth and How Their Victims Saw Them
Gender is a figurative concept consistently conflated with biological sex. From infancy, we
are taught by Western culture’s social rules affixed to the function of our reproductive organs. It is
the biological function of motherhood that has further perpetuated the narrative of women as innate
nurturers and, even more, the moral compass of humanity. This portrayal of women prevented
them from being held accountable for their many egregious crimes during the Holocaust. It is
within recent scholarship that this image has been peeled back to explore the vast ways women
contributed to the Final Solution. Lower and Century bring these women to the forefront and
illuminate the narrative of perpetrator history by discussing the various ways in which they
contributed, not only alongside men, but in spite of them, and illustrate how Holocaust studies is
far from comprehensive “as long as German women are consigned to another sphere or their
political influence is minimized, half the population of genocidal society is endowed with
innocence of the crimes of the modern state, and are placed outside of history itself.”45 There can
be little debate on how the role of gender influenced how women were seen and how they saw
themselves in contrast to men who within this time frame had an uncontested monopoly on
visibility and autonomy.
It is for this reason that we must flesh out the details of how women, married or single,
carved out their place within the Nazi apparatus. Scholars have discussed women as secondary in
their participation to men and by doing so have allowed the discourse of their cooperation to be
underscored only by their proximity to men regardless of how apathetic they were to the plight of
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the Jews. Women used their positions as citizens, camp guards, auxiliaries, and administrators to
aid in the decimation of millions of Jews, and additionally cannot deny “the fairly widespread
knowledge of the mass shootings of Jews was also compatible with a spectrum of responses
ranging from overt approval to blank condemnation, and above all with an apathetic shrug of the
shoulders, the feeling of impotence, or the turning of the face from unpalatable truths.”46 Many
women have set the bar for the most horrific of crimes committed during the Holocaust. Irma

Grese, Ilse Koch, Dorothea Binz, and many others have been investigated as examples of women
that stepped away from their gender prescription and demonstrated a cruelty that left both male and
female victims doubly traumatized due to the lack of solace and comfort that they expected to find
from the women they encountered. Primo Levi, an Italian Jewish Holocaust survivor, recounts how
he viewed women in juxtaposition to men in their ability to administer abominable cruelty with
ease, and how “the regard of male witnesses was excruciating, and yet, Levi dwelled on the women

witnesses in a different way because they made him think of home, and because, unrealistically but
not surprisingly, he expected more from them. To him, their failure reflected his betrayal by all of
humanity.”47 Levi’s reaction to the indifference and cruelty of women demonstrates how gender
informs our inherent biases and how women are held to a standard based on the presumption that
because of their biological capacity to become a mother that they must inherently possess maternal
abilities and the onus to love and care.

Gender ideals continuously reinforce women’s subordination to men as the sex meant to
bring comfort and ease in distressing situations. It was not only men who expected women to
provide a buffer from the onslaught of male-dominated cruelty, but women as well. One woman
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recounts how she witnessed a typist slap a prisoner who insisted on reading what she had typed
before he signed it.
She slapped his face, and a moment later “she was powdering her nose and patting her hair,
eyeing herself with some satisfaction in a small pocket mirror. I was shaking . . . this was
cold, deadly hatred such as I never hope to have for any human being in my life again. I
hated her, every living bit of her, and the fact that she was a woman made this hatred if
possible more intense, for I think it was mixed with impotent rage and deepest humiliation
that I belong to her sex.48
The visceral shock and dismay from both men and women while recounting their memoirs indicate
that women who traversed gender expectations were held to different standards, and so faced
different outcomes in terms of accountability, self-reflection, and were shielded from facing the
same repercussions as men based in biased and sexiest notions that served to provide an
explanation as to why these women behaved differently. The thousands of women perpetrators,
bystanders, and followers cannot be classified as anomalies or victims because that adheres to a
bias that is not founded in substantial proof, but rather preserves a framework that assigns women
the responsibility of moral intervention.
More so than not, these women came from the same social, economic, and political
background as men, but men are often the only sex considered predisposed to acts of cruelty, so
their participation is frequently viewed as unexceptional. Century discusses the female auxiliaries
that made up a bureaucracy of communications and administrative positions. Century discusses
how these women saw themselves outside of the grand apparatus of the Nazi genocidal machine.
She states how women both applied and were conscripted to these vacancies. SS- Helferin (female
helpers) had to be a desirable height and weight and pass a written exam that tested basic reading,
arithmetic, and their knowledge of the racial tenets of Nazi ideology. Furthermore, the majority of
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women who joined SS- Helferin were “ideologically committed to National Socialism, as
demonstrated by their membership of the party or party organizations. Many of these women had
stronger Nazi sympathies than their contemporaries. The applicants embraced both the prospect of
immersion in the SS community, and the potential to be more active as a Nazi.”49 Century offers up
testimony given by various women who admit that they knew about the fate of Jewish women,
men, and children as many were drawing up lists of valuable items, names, and locations of

families and how many of these women traveled with their bosses to ghettos, transit camps, and
concentration camps and could no sooner deny that these liquidation orders surmised the
destruction and death of Jewish lives. Such was the case with Johanna Martha G., who worked in
the Department for Jewish Affairs, who heard Adolf Eichmann declare, loudly and clearly, that
“before I fall on (my) sword, all the Jews must be put to the sword”50 and Elizabeth M., who
worked in the same department. She did not divulge what she knew about the suffocation of Jews

in gas trucks with anyone outside her workplace because she feared the consequences, “such as a
concentration camp and the like.”51 There is also Getrud Slottke, secretary of Wilhelm Zoepf, who
was later tried as a war criminal where she vehemently denied claims in her ability to influence in
the making of decisions and claimed to be just another administrator despite:
The decisions that she made were the difference between life and death for those affected.
She decided whether those in the Westerbork transit camp would be sent to Theresienstadt,
where they had a higher chance of survival, or to Auschwitz or Sobibor, where they would
very likely be murdered on arrival. The work that Slottke performed was so extensive that
she was given her own administrators: two Dutch women typed for her. This demonstrated
her high status in the organization.52
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One cannot deny that women faced different challenges from men within the suppressive racist and
sexiest state of Nazism, and their participation was primarily exalted as a reproductive vessels
meant to reestablish and multiply the Aryan race within greater Germany. Yet their participation
within the private, and subsequently public sphere demonstrates the innumerable contradictions
within Nazi ideology and how a majority of women used these discrepancies to blur gender lines.
Women were not only conscripted but also motivated to perform duties that would enable

them to step away from the gendered designated assignment of motherhood and provide them with
a sense of autonomy and economic stability in a ruptured state, and thus,
Women sought other options to domesticity, and working for the SS was one of them.
Advertisements were run that sought women to fill positions such as air raid wardens, camp
cards, secretaries, nurses, and factory workers. Later, the Nazis had to resort to conscription
of women. Interestingly, some of the SS female contractors, when brought to trial, stated
that money was a major motivating factor behind their joining the Nazi party and working
for the SS.53
Yet, even if women did feel that their choices were limited, it does not explain why women acted
with such fervor in treating prisoners in the most sadistic of ways in which victims, both male and
female, often recall within their testimonies that the women were crueler than the men.
One of the more popular explanations for this perspective is that women tried to emulate SS
men who were indoctrinated more vigorously than women in anti-Semitic ideology; thus, in an
attempt for women to be “recognized by their SS superiors, they would exhibit exceptionally cruel
and sadistic behavior that would lead to acceptance, prestige and possible promotions.”54 This was
the case with Hermine Braunsteiner, a female camp guard who served in Majdanek, a
concentration and extermination camp. She was found living in Queens as a housewife by
infamous Nazi hunter Simon Wiesenthal. When questioned by a private investigator about her time
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as a guard, she responded, “All I did is what guards do in camps now. I was punished enough. I
was in prison three years. Three years, can you imagine?” Her husband, in defense of his wife,
said, “My wife, sir, wouldn’t hurt a fly.”55 Her capacity to feign innocence and audacity at being
chagrined for heinous crimes, which she, like thousands of others, had chosen to put behind her, a
privilege not afforded to her victims, is telling of how women like Braunsteiner denied their role in
thoroughly exacting the same cruelty and insidious treatment of prisoners as the men.

In her case studies of notable guards, Wendy Adele- Marie describes the past life that
Braunsteiner so apathetically denied:
Braunsteiner was convicted by an Austrian court for infanticide and murder, and was
known as the “stomping Kobyla, or mare, an allegory about her use of boots to stomp on
prisoners. She was also known for her cruelty and how she whipped and beat prisoners. She
would throw children onto trucks going straight into the gas chambers. It would be difficult
for her to deny her exceptional capacity to extol misery to prisoners considering that in
1943, she was one of the very few women to be awarded the Kreigsverdienstkreuz II
Klaassen ( War Merit Cross, Second Class) which only begs the question, how ordinary of a
guard was she?”56

Braunsteiner responded with the same indifference and affront as many of the men who denied
their guilt by claiming that they were mere subordinates, as was the case with one of the most
notorious orchestrators of the deportation and extermination of the Jews, Adolf Eichmann. At his
trial, he famously stated that he was following the “Führer’s order; whatever he did, as far as he
could see, was a law-abiding citizen. He did his duty, as he told the police and the court over and

over again; he not only obeyed orders, he also obeyed the law. Eichmann had a muddled inkling
that this could be an important distinction, but neither the defense nor the judges ever took him up

55
Joseph Lelyveld, “Former Nazi Camp Guard Is Now a Housewife in Queens,” New York Times (New York,
NY), July 14, 1964, 3
56
Adele-Marie, Women as Nazis, 92.

36

on it.”57 The contrast between deniability and pride varied, as did the many contradictions of
statements made by women such as with Brunhilde Pomsel, a secretary for Joseph Goebbels, who
stated, “I knew nothing. We ourselves were trapped in a vast concentration camp, referring to the
totalitarian state of Adolf Hitler, and that nothing is as simple as black and white. There’s always a
bit of gray in everything. I wouldn’t see myself as guilty, unless you end up blaming the entire
German population.”58 Pomsel demonstrates the ways in which women used their gender to

circumvent their own guilt and the possible ramifications of their participation within a totalitarian
state. Though women, like their male counterparts, were unable to openly dissent against Nazi
policies that does not justify their deniability to the immovable truths of the state-sponsored antiSemitism that was a precursor to the genocidal schematics that were at the front and center of
Nazism.
In contrast to Pomsel’s ambivalence to how she played a role during the Holocaust, Traudi

Schneider still kept her government-issued uniform from Auschwitz in the back of her closet. She
had abandoned her husband and her infant daughter, Helga, in 1941 to join the war effort and
served as a guard in Auschwitz. When mother and daughter were reunited, it was with unabashed
pride that she showed Helga the uniform that she had meticulously preserved, and she went as far
as asking her to try it on, proclaiming that it was her dream to see her wear it one day. Helga recalls
a phrase that her mother used in reference to her past life, “‘Es war so schön’ it was so beautiful!

Nazism was so beautiful! That was her life, she was still in agreement with it. Still a Nazi. Still
convinced it was a righteous cause.”59 No doubt, many women walked the line of ambivalence and
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pride, but there is a notable absence of the women who were accepting of the part they played and
who were truly pertinent.
Many survivors recall their day-to-day interactions with camp guards and acknowledge that
not all Nazi men and women partook in the habituation of brutality that the camp structure
encouraged. These men and women were rare, as the guards were often punished or fired for
showing leniency and that the “outstanding characteristic of a good camp guard was her

hardness—and an absolute absence of any tenderness or sympathy/empathy for the ‘subhumans’
she supervised.”60 Survivor Gerda Weissman Klein recalls how a camp guard showed her immense
kindness by saving her life. Her first impression of this woman was quite different. Frau Kügler, a
guard, saved her life by getting her out of her bunk despite Klein’s having a high fever to pass an
inspection within the slave labor camp where she was producing fabric for the German military.
Kügler tied her boots for her and told her, “Get yourself together. This is life or death today.” Klein

mentions that her first interaction with Kügler was one of misery and that when she first laid eyes
on her:
She was clad in black and literally barking. I never heard a human voice being that harsh.
She looked like a bulldog, and no doubt they picked her for her harsh appearance. She
turned out to be the hope, the inspiration, and the knowledge that perhaps not all Germans
were cruel. She was a decent, wonderful, warm, caring human being. I don’t know if she
particularly loved us, but she pinned a lie to all those that said that they had no choice.61
Similarly, Survivor Morton Fuchs, who survived five years in a labor camp, spoke of a Hungarian

male commanding officer who from the start demonstrated exceptional character. Morton could not
recall his name, which his daughter, Marta, stressed was understandable considering the amount of
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trauma he endured and how many years had passed. “’But my father just shook his head sadly,’ she
continued. “No, he said. ‘It is unforgivable.’”62 These two stories highlight the rare instances in
which guards demonstrated how gender did not determine how men and women chose to exert
their power and position within a system that mandated cruelty and a regiment of abominable acts
as a prerequisite to serving within the Nazi hierarchy. And so no participant can deny that they
were able to display small acts of defiance and bravado against the machinery of implementing

malevolence as easily as it seemed by the disgraceful actions of others.
The significance between gender and punishment can be seen with how the Allies chose to
prosecute men and women differently because men were the only official members of the Nazi
Party. Women were put into two main categories: the hypersexualized sadists or the naive
handmaids. These categories allowed the prosecution, the German state in the midst of
denazification, and the Allies to circumvent the fact that these women used their newly found

positions to step away from heteronormative gender constructs and aid in the destruction and
murder of millions of Jewish families. These constructs needed to be reestablished to uphold the
power structure of a patriarchal society that was in the midst of trying to find its footing again
among just and exemplary nations. Consequently, “representation of female perpetrators in various
Nazi trials is a largely neglected topic but played an important part in the collective strategy of
denying guilt . . . unnatural femininity and dehumanize creatures with unbridled sexuality allowed
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society to construct a counter model of itself as normal and innocent.63 One of the significant
missteps of prosecuting women as war criminals was that a clear distinction was made between
female camp guards and the secretaries and administrators. Because the prosecution failed to
acknowledge that these women were the agents, they maintained the cohesiveness within the Nazi
administration that enabled the Third Reich to run its genocidal machine as efficiently as it did. The
failure to acknowledge what a substantial role these female administrators played allowed them to

remain relatively unscathed compared to their male coconspirators. The International Military
Tribunal in Nuremberg decided not to prosecute persons employed by the Gestapo for purely
clerical, demographic, janitorial, or similar unofficial routine tasks.64 Prosecutors gave distinction
between the person that typed the death sentence and the person that carried it through, which
subsequently created a gray zone of culpability that allowed many of these women to go
unpunished. Of the approximately 3,500 women who served in concentration camps, not a single

woman sat in the dock at the Nuremberg Trials, and only one woman, Herta Oberheuser, sat in the
dock at the Doctors’ Trial. This disgraceful impunity for Nazi criminals was aided and abetted by
the Ministry of Justice, which was made of former Nazis and Nazi sympathizers65 who had no
interest in tarnishing the reputation and the future of Germany, a country seeking to be done with
its retribution as a nation for crimes against humanity before it had sincerely begun its penance. It’s
clear the Allies did not prosecute women with clear intent and that women were fortunate in a way

that men were not. Despite the breakdown of all social and moral norms that allowed women
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access to the secular world of male agency, they were still able to return to the private sphere in
which those gendered social conditions of anonymity and innocence were able to uphold the notion
that their participation was peripherally and allow them to be as forgotten as their many victims.
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Chapter Seven: The Unique Assault of the Female Body under Nazi Occupation
There are no parallels to the life in the concentration camps. Its horror can never be fully
embraced by the imagination for the very reason that it stands outside of life and death. It
can never be fully reported for the very reason that the survivor returns to the world of the
living, which makes it impossible for him to believe fully in his own past experiences. “On
the contrary, anyone speaking or writing about concentration camps is still regarded as
suspect; and if the speaker has resolutely returned to the world of the living, he himself is
often assailed by doubts with regard to his own truthfulness, as though he had mistaken a
nightmare for reality.—Hannah Arendt”66
As scholars, we must be impartial parties when accessing the details and dynamics of
personal narratives. Never was impartiality more crucial than when discussing the efficiency in
which the Third Reich decimated the lives of six million Jewish men, women, and children. Yet
there is continuous contention when discussing the ways in which gender intersectionality fits into
Holocaust studies. Scholars seem divided on the topic of whether men and women suffered either
equally or differently because we are all affected by sociocultural framework that informs the way
we regard issues of sexuality, power, and agency as either masculine or feminine. Scholars cannot
deny that there are biological functions and capacities that are exclusive to women, which are
processed through entirely different prisms of self-identity. Women experienced distinct forms of
physical and mental assault that cannot be absorbed through the male narrative, and to further the
debate that the comparison of individual experiences is trivial to the fact that both men and women
were unified as one body and were the primary target of the Nazi regime is another tactic used to
circumvent the fact that standard and legitimate voice of suffering within the Shoah is that of the
male narrative.
Scholars, both male and female, have argued that the singularly biologically female issues
of menstruation, abortion, and childbirth exclusive to women are trivial components of a mass
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genocide that affected men and women indiscriminately and have “argued that to concentrate on
gender in this context is morally wrong because the effect is to eradicate the Jews— and with them,
the Holocaust— from history.”67 Interestingly enough, it was Cynthia Ozick, author of The Shawl,
who made this statement even though her story is a powerfully poignant account of the complex
and individualistic issues of female hardship, sexual assault, motherhood, and rape that strangled
the will and opportunities to survive camp life as a woman. Lawrence Langer, a Holocaust scholar

and vocal critic of bringing women, gender, and comparative studies into the fold, contradicts his
position by noting “the Nazis inverted birth into death, so that childbirth became a death warrant
for the mother and child.68 His statement is a clear indication of how gender played a difference in
the survival of women versus that of men and how motherhood was a perilous path that led an
implausible amount of women toward inevitable misery and death. Auschwitz survivor Ruth Elias
recalls that she managed to go unnoticed for most of her pregnancy until her condition was

discovered by the most famous and sadistic of SS doctors, Dr. Mengele. He allowed her to give
birth only to force her to watch her baby daughter starve to death after he ordered that her breasts
be bound to see how long a newborn could go without sustenance before dying.69 Women died
upon arrival in larger numbers because all visibly pregnant women were sent to the gas chambers,
and women with small children faced the process of selection with the added psychological burden
of having to decide whether they would choose to live or to die along with their children.

Weitzman and Ofer state:
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but the mothers had a choice: because the Nazis needed workers, the mothers could opt to
present themselves for selection for which they might be chosen as workers, or they could
go to the gas chambers with their children. This was a choice that men did not have to face,
because the men were segregated from the women and the children as soon as they arrived
at Auschwitz. As Ruth Bondy observed, all but two women of the six hundred who were
given the choice decided that they could not abandon their children. They were at their side
to the end.70
Motherhood does not encompass the identity of women, but for the majority of Jewish women who
identified as mothers, “women’s socialization, rather than inherent biological tendency, creates a

profound bond between the feminine identity and the belief that the lives of babies and young
children take precedent over their own”71 and therefore women, until the very end, continued to
perform the moral obligation that was bound to their ideas of motherhood.
Many women experienced the policing and eradication of their womb through sterilization
and forced abortions. Nazi policy sought to extinguish Jewry from Europe, and eventually the
world, which reveals the specific way in which Jewish women were targeted as

pregnancy was neither a crime nor a medical condition, nor a blessing from God—it was
the worst of crimes against the German Reich which reveals a unique aspect of the
Holocaust as the murder not only of human beings but of the very origin of human life and
of human sanctity, which is substance of the soul; the murder of the very being of the
Jewish woman and the Jewish mother.72
Abortion within the camp structure was unique in its duality of purposefulness. Abortions were
mandated as was part of Nazi policy in ridding the state of undesirables, as was the case in the
ghettos and camps, as efficiently as possible.73 Though there are no official records of the abortions
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performed in the camps, witnesses attest that terminations were performed in the last trimester of
pregnancy in hospital barracks and that abysmal care was given to women afterward, placing them
at greater risk after surgery.74 Dr. Ellis Hertzberger reports that abortions took place in the
Westerbork transit camp that also had a first-class hospital, but it cannot be determined how many
were due to coercion because there is an absence of records. Another method of forced termination
of pregnancies under the Nazi policy is that they “were carried out with the intention of

Vernichtung Dutch Arbeit (extermination through work) total exploitation of the capacity to do
work followed by annihilation. In the extermination camps, the situation was even more horrifying
because Jewish pregnant women were taken immediately to the gas chamber.”75 The second and
more common scenario was that abortions were performed by inmates who were practicing doctors
and midwives before deportation. The aim of these skilled humanitarians was to save the lives of as
many women as they could, all the while giving them hope that in making this choice, they would

survive and bear children once again. Doctors and midwives performed these abortions in dire and
unsanitary conditions as recounted by Dr. Gisella Perl when she recounts how she saved over 3,000
women:
In the dark corners of the camp, in the toilet, on the floor, without a drop of water, I
accelerated the birth by the rupture of the membranes or I produced dilation with my
fingers, inverted the embryos and thus brought it to life. After the child would be delivered,
I quickly bandaged the mother’s abdomen and sent her back to work.” No one will ever
exterminating the men [only], while letting avengers in the shape of children . . . grow up. The difficult decision had to
be taken to make this people disappear from the face of the earth. James E. Young, Writing and Rewriting the
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know what it meant to me to destroy these babies. Every time when kneeling down in the
mud, I prayed to God to help me save the mother or I would never touch a pregnant woman
again. And if I had not done it, both mother and child would have been cruelly murdered.
God was good to me. Every one of these women recovered and was able to work, which, at
least for a while, saved her life.76
The bravery of these physicians was unheralded, but few scholars attribute this same recognition
to the women who underwent specific gendered duress due to “abortion by choice, forced abortion,
bearing a child, being killed with a child as its actual and supposed mother, bearing a child and not

being able to feed it, killing a baby because it cries jeopardized other people or because if the baby
were found both Jewish mother and baby would be killed.”77 These events are unimaginable
traumas endured by women that illustrate the importance of gender analysis within the framework
of Holocaust studies. Many of these women are side characters in the narratives of their own
traumas. It is as though they remove themselves from the event to attribute the blame to the
environment that left them no choice. The fact remains that these women made difficult choices,

and yet they could not openly admit whether they felt shame for choosing to live despite their
sociocultural roles informing them throughout their lives that they were mere vessels of life. They
were told their individuality ceased at conception and their responsibility to become altruistic
caregivers began because women are socialized to contend with their identity as individuals despite
the call of motherhood and men are not. The traumatic fractures of these women who were
pregnant and for those who were mothers have been silenced in a way that we could never unearth

again as scholars. We cannot go back in time and remove the bias that informed the way in which
men and women were questioned and recreate a space in which victims no longer felt the need to
condemn themselves for having the will to live no matter the cost. The complex narratives of
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women deserve a substantial platform from the beginning that examined the distinctive ways in
which they underwent physical and psychological trauma that was further compounded by being
relegated a peripheral role in comparison to men. Waxman illustrates:
survivors can feel compelled to make their experiences compatible with pre-existing
narratives of survival which helps a survivor to carry-on with his or her life within a culture
in which gender norms are strong. For most survivors, Holocaust testimony is rooted in
traumatic experience, and the act of writing a testimony involves the rediscovering of an
identity—be it a witness, survivor, Jew, loving mother, or dutiful daughter. Unfortunately
the distressing stories of people who acted desperately, under appalling circumstances, in
order to survive are often overlooked.78
As scholars, there is a responsibility to recognize that unpacking witness testimony is not simply a
methodical process but also a moment of privilege that we are given by those who choose to revisit
those traumas knowing that no one could fully understand the way that they ways in which they
managed to survive.
Scholars did not see menstruation as an important factor in how women deterred sexual

assault and pregnancy. Men who experienced sexual assault had no biological savior that impeded
the savagery of bodily invasion as Lucille Eichengreen did when she recalls how she stole a piece
of fabric that she meant to use as a headscarf and hid it between her legs. A guard later tried to rape
her, and when he put his hand between her legs, he pushed her away in disgust, “You filthy, useless
bitch! Pfui! Menstruating!”79 Though there is no substantial evidence to support their claim, many
women report that all means of nourishment was laced with additives to cause amenorrhea and

make them infertile. The concerns with how the cessation of menstruation would affect women
were varied. Many women spoke about the interruption of their monthly cycles with a sense of
relief as they lived in unsanitary conditions and had little to no means in making sanitary napkins
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for themselves. The consolation for this absence was not only potentially avoiding sexual assault,
but also averting the sadistic voyeurism of SS that subjected women to disparaging humiliations
and beatings. Auschwitz survivor Rena Kornreich Gelissen, recalls her desperation when looking
for whatever possible scraps she could use to absorb her menstrual flow to avoid the savage
beatings of the SS and articulates the specific dangers of the female body in the camps by
acknowledging what many scholars contend as trivial when, in fact, for many of these women, “the

Shoah had successfully reduced the functions of the female body to a burden and a curse.”80 Many
women perceived the loss of their menses as an additional assault on their womanhood and sense
of identity, and that was further compounded by thoughts of how this loss would affect their
fertility. For many of these women, motherhood was their initiation into womanhood. A member of
the Women’s Orchestra of Auschwitz, Fania Fénelon, speaks of the psychological warfare that the
loss of menstruation inflicted upon women that left them in a listless mental state that felt neither

female nor male.81 Women no longer had any recognizable markers of self-identity; many
survivors speak of the opprobrious way in which their lost hair, weight loss, and mismatched
clothes caused them to lose their sense of femininity, and their lack of menstruation caused
immense distress among women who were grappling with losing their sense of identity as potential
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mothers. The most likely cause has been attributed to a lack of nutrition, arduous labor, and
extreme stress, as was reported by Auschwitz survivor Olga Lengyel, who reports the sadistic ways
that SS doctors experimented on newly arrived women who were still experiencing normal
menstruation by assessing how extreme psychological stress would affect their cycles.82 The
concern about infertility left women grappling with their sense of identity, and to deny that they
underwent physical and emotional battering that men did not contend with illustrates why gender

trauma is an imperative factor in dismantling the framework of the Holocaust.
It is impossible to justify the argument that to bring these individual experiences to light
detracts or diminishes their sufferings. In fact, it allows us a deeper understanding and appreciation
of their will to live and tell their stories.

Olga Lengyel, A Woman Survivor’s True Story of Auschwitz (Chicago IL, Academy Chicago Publishers,
1995), 186. During their period, they were told roughly, “He will be shot in two days.” The drummers wanted to know
what effect such news would have on the menstrual flow. A professor of histology in Berlin even published an article
in German scientific periodical on his observation on hemorrhages provoked him woman by such bad news.
82

49

Chapter Eight: For the Men That We Refused to See and the Methodology That Went into
Hiding Them

It was the very structure of the camps that traversed gender by obliterating the ways in
which men and women identified with their place and function according to their sex. In this
chapter, I will discuss the methods in which men and the issue of sexual violence during the
Holocaust was a largely silent topic, as well as how bias factors into the use of explanatory

methods to illustrate this experience as a rare occurrence that lies outside of normal gender
construction. Scholars have largely focused on women and rape, and so have normalized sexual
violence against women and excluded men as beings not susceptible to the dangers of bodily harm
and invasion. The applicable criteria to those susceptible such an invasion is that of female
vulnerability, which aligns with the angle that rape is a cautionary tale for women alone. This
anecdote helps upholds a patriarchal system built upon the notion that women are protected within

the private sphere and men are the able bodies capable of maintaining law and order within the
public. The power dynamics of masculinity and femininity assure us through sociocultural
conceptions that men are violent and women are submissive and equivocate rape as an
effeminizing tool of degradation. It is a patriarchal lens that sanctions the silence of male victims.
According to Stemple, “The organizations working on sexual and gender-based violence don't talk
about it . . . It's systematically silenced. If you're very, very lucky they'll give it a tangential

mention at the end of a report. You might get five seconds of: 'Oh and men can also be the victims
of sexual violence.' But there's no data, no discussion.”83 The men who speak out about their
assaults are relegated to a space that rationalizes that their experience is a rare phenomenon
compared to women. Male rape may not occur as often as female rape, but to gain an extensive
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view and study of those statistics has proven difficult because this subject remains systemically
silenced. The “challenge therefore lies in trying to develop analytic tools that are context specific
but also allow us to discern larger mechanisms imbedded in gendered relations of power under and
extreme conditions.”84 Scholars bear a responsibility to put aside their own biases about sexuality
and discern how rape was a part of the Final Solution despite the fact that racial defilement was one
of the main tenets of the Nazi racial policies and all manner of sexual violence was a byproduct of

the Third Reich. Therefore, we must unearth the nuances of witness testimony in which men
discuss their experiences to fully understand why gender studies is a necessary component of
Holocaust studies. Only then can we incorporate the knowledge that “the Final Solution was
intended by its creators to ensure the annihilation of all Jews . . . yet the road to annihilation was
marked by events that specifically affected men as men and women as women.”85 Scholars have
established the framework to facilitate analyzing a history in which witness testimony is the

primary source of evidence that illustrates the ways in which men and women faced similar
experiences, but diverge in how they examine how survivors internalized these events on both a
conscious and subconscious level. Glowacka exhibits the unexpected ways in which proclivities in
gender analysis can upend an opportunity to examine witness testimony impartially. Sam Weiss
was fifteen years old when he was sent to a concentration camp. Initially, he does not discuss his
rape with the female interviewer; it is only when the topic over the lack of food comes up that it

triggers a traumatic recollection.
Unexpectedly, he starts crying, and when the interviewer tries to intervene, Weiss interrupts
her and says, “A German, blonde, blue eyes.” Sobbing loudly, he continues, “He took me to
his bed; he raped me night after night. He used to give me that bowl of soup that belonged
to someone else, and he stayed on top of me, I had to eat it. I didn’t know what to do, I was
a prisoner mentally. . . I had no choice. . . I had no rights of any kind. I had nowhere to go. I
84
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have to live with this throughout my life, what this did to me . . . It is still painful, still hurts
my whole life.” The interviewer, uncomfortable with the trajectory of the conversation (At
one point she can be heard gasping.), says in a very quiet voice, “We have to stop now and
change the tape,” and the subject is never raised again.86
These are unearthed moments the survivor chose to revisit, and the opportune moment to release a
traumatic memory was squandered by the viscerally judgmental reaction of the interviewer. It is the
impairment caused by inherent biases that accompany discussing matters related to gender and sex
that served to skew the ways in which scholars questioned Jewish men and women about their most
intimate experiences and therefore wasted opportunities to distinguish the ways in which Nazism
obliterated the ways in which men identified with the masculine and women with the feminine.
These perceptions of self-expression are some of the many ways in which the Holocaust left a
lasting legacy for its victims. Ringelheim captured this theory with her insightful observation that,
“We avoid listening to stories we do not want to hear. Sometimes we avoid listening because we
are afraid; sometimes we avoid listening because we don't understand the importance of what is
being said. Without a place for a particular memory, without a conceptual framework, a possibly
significant piece of information will not be pursued.”87 This observation captures the appalling way
in which “conflict-related sexual violence against men and boys remains one of the least
documented and most inadequately addressed of all the egregious human rights abuses that took
place”88 and how we continuously circumvent discussing men with the same attention to detail as
we do with women. The most interesting conclusion in attempting to collect a substantial amount
of evidence to adequately discuss the ways in which sexual assault affected men was that in
scouring Holocaust literature it is apparent that men were now the gender marginalized to a
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peripheral role. The attempt of sidelining male testimony in terms of sexuality is not because it is
“inappropriate to talk about these matters; discussions about sexuality desecrate the memories the
dead, or the living, or the Holocaust itself,”89 but because it does not adhere to a standard male
paradigm. In most historical accounts, women are portrayed as victims and men as the victors. The
victors cannot be subjected to any sexual subjugation as that would put in peril the standing of a
patriarchal society. It was not until 2008 that the addendum of the US Security Council Resolution

1820 officially constitutes rape as a crime of war, regardless that this would have been in effect
since the 1948 Geneva conventions that articulate rape as a crime but fail to fully criminalize all
forms of sexual violence against women. Both of these articles articulate rape in female-gendered
language. It is plausible to see how within a conservative era that followed World War II that men
would have been overlooked as part of the collective affected by sexual assault. According to
Glowacka, “The legal basis for the prosecutions in recent conflicts has been provided by the

provisions of the 1998 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, which for the first time,
formulated crimes of sexual violence such that both men and women one could be legalized as
victims (though to gender non-binary individuals).”90 It is then surprising that from 2008 to the
present, conflict sexual resolutions still fail to mention men in unison with women, which furthers
serves to delegitimize men as victims. Thus, rape remains a taboo subject under a patriarchy that
upholds the social, economic, and political framework that denies women full ownership of their

bodies, grants men unsubstantiated power and agency, and solidifies the way in which gender roles
are maintained. In this patriarchy, male rape is a story that remains elusive.
Many scholars take issue with gender studies when scholars say that to discuss how women
suffered differently from men reduces universal suffering, yet men and women’s commonalities
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specific to gender include sexual assault, molestation, sexual bartering, and rape. The male
narrative was the common voice of Holocaust testimony and would have followed a different
discourse in relation to gender had men been questioned without predilections about their
experiences. These would have operated “under the assumption gender identities are constructed,
are constantly under the process of construction, and are performed in social environments. That's
there's nothing inherent or given about the effect of rape on the development or maintenance of

gender identities.”91 Men were not granted the same permission to speak about their experiences
with sexual assault as women and therefore felt pressures to adhere to the normalized male
testimony that retained the ideals surrounding masculinity and survival.
A few scholars have taken up the task in writing a full analysis solely dedicated to the topic
of the sexual assault of boys and men during the Holocaust.92 Wachsman briefly mentions heinous
abuses that men suffered within camps, “every prisoner—young and old, male and female—was

fair game for SA and SS guards. Men were hit on the naked genitals, and some were forced to
masturbate each other; in Dachau, one prisoner died in summer 1933 after the SS inserted a hose
into his rectum and opened the high-pressure water.”93 Thus, it became apparent that these
disclosures were briefly scattered throughout literature of gender, sexuality, and the Holocaust, but
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careful attention was taken in constructing a comparative analysis of how male-on-male rape was
an infrequent occurrence compared to sexual assault of women. The framework used to describe
male sexual violence demonstrates throughout witness testimony how men and women subscribe to
heteronormative standards when describing how they view masculinity as an identity that cannot be
breached and so offer the following reason for how and why male sexual abuse occurred:
First, by the presence of a kind of attractiveness, a soft beauty, more frequently used to
describe women, that in a sense created an identity of "feminine victim "or "feminized
victim”; second, as a function of the sexual orientation of the perpetrator. The latter
explanation was not invoked when describing the rape of women, primarily because the
rape of women was assumed to be a more natural occurrence: it was heterosexual and it was
something that happened to women—they were perceived as rapable.94
Unless it is established that male and female bodies were targeted without salacious predilections,
violence against men will continue to subscribe to effeminizing descriptions that affirm male
victims were unusual targets, further alienate them from socially sanctioned constructs of
masculinity, and fail to capture the ways in which “survivors speak of sex and oral testimonies,
they invite listeners into a concentric circle of intimacy. One must be ever sensitive to this, for the
pain pervading testimony about mass murder is compounded by revelations about the most
personal and vulnerable aspects of one's humanity.”95 This becomes evident when both men and
women recall sexual bartering for food or other essential items; both genders contend with
concepts of male and female agency.
Heteronormative constructs simultaneously justify and condemn women who step outside
the private sphere to survive because “women could take the initiative and they had something to
offer, a specifically female form of capital that man did not have . . . This thinking was so ingrained
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in the inmates that after liberation, some of them assumed that women had survived the camps
through instrumental sex. It is revealing that men assume this about women, but the opposite is not
assumed.”96 In Gisella Perl’s memoir, I Was a Doctor in Auschwitz, one is able to see how women
were judged for using their bodies to survive as Perl declares her initial repugnance for watching
women barter their bodies for essential objects but then acknowledges how these exchanges saved
many women from being sent to the crematories. She states, “I began to understand—and to

forgive.”97 And yet, no man or woman can condemn what others had to do in order to survive. Any
and all measures used to persevere in such a space should be admired, not condemned. Though
women were thought to have their sexuality to offer, the same cannot be said for men. The scrutiny
that men faced for sexual bartering or being raped demonstrates the importance of “gender
analysis, as most of the male testimonies (usually heterosexual men who engaged in homosexual
activity in the camps) approach their relationships from a perspective of shame, while women, not

universally but by and large, appear to be more neutral.”98 The word “Pipel” is frequently used to
describe the sexual relationships between Kapos and inmates.99 The meaning of this word is
troublesome for many reasons. First, the definition is riddled with inherent biases of effeminate and
emasculating qualities into what constitutes the dynamics of the male/male relationship by using
youth and attractiveness to categorize the description of these men and fails to understand the
power dynamics between sexual violence and perpetrators regardless of sexual orientation and

appealing physicality. Witness testimony states that many young men were kept physically fit
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because they were provided with extra food and clothing and were not subjected to excruciating
physical labor. But this cannot have been the norm for all of the men who found themselves a part
of the dynamic.
Secondly, the construction of Pipel does not distinguish between consenting and
nonconsenting homosexual relationships within the camps, stripping away the normality of men
that sought to find love and comfort with each other regardless of power dynamics. Thirdly, by

using the word “Pipel,” we describe the Kapo and inmate relationship, which leaves out how SS
personal may have also engaged in these relationships. Women often speak of how SS men raped,
sexually molested, and humiliated them, so the same consideration must be given to men. I could
not find literature that spoke of such relationships except for excerpts relating to instances of
medical experiments conducted in which SS men would force men to masturbate by massaging
their prostate, would sodomize men with foreign objects, and would hit them on the genitals with

whips and walking sticks.
Fourthly, “as per accounts in memoirs and secondary literature, a Pipel was generally a
good-looking 10-to-16-year-old boy with feminine traits,”100 which oddly does not distinguish that
any age under eighteen constitutes children, not adults, and therefore must fall under yet another
category that also has not been adequately researched: sexual abuse and murder of children under
the Nazi Regime.

Lastly, I must acknowledge that this definition is riddled with negative undertones of
homosexuality that serves to reduce the agency of heterosexual men that found themselves in these
situations of either sexual barter, or forced sexual violence and limits sexuality to either
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heterosexuality or homosexuality. Though terminology was lacking, we know that gender and
sexual orientation are fluid concepts that cannot be encompassed by limited constructs.
These constructs are apparent in memoirs and fiction. Wiesel makes reference to the Pipel
with a brief description and with noted discretion as he describes the Pipel, a young boy in the
“service” of an Oberkapo that had a “delicate and beautiful face —an incredible sight in this the
camp.”101 Wiesel’s description was not attacked, unlike Yehiel Dinur, who wrote Pipel and House

of Dolls under the pen name Ka-Tzetnik. Dinur’s books were treated as lurid novels that were
mocked as pornography when they were published. Arendt mocked Ka-Tzetnik as an author
concerned with brothels, homosexuals, and other human interest stories, but writer David Mikics
disagrees and writes that “for all the exploitative aura of his work, his aim is a profound one. KaTzetnik’s shock tactics have a powerful truth-telling impetus behind them. Ka-Tzetnik puts us in
the middle of the horror as Levi does not; he strips away the defenses provided by reticent and

respectful invocations of the Shoah.”102 Arendt’s comment is telling of how homosexuality and
male sexual behavior were not tolerated, yet women were not as often shamed for recounting
sadistic sexual recollections of what they had witnessed or experienced themselves with the same
condemnation.
The persecution and discrimination of homosexuals will not be explored in this paper
except in their juxtaposition to heterosexual men. The discrimination and abuse hurled at men who

did not fit the criteria of the heteronormativity are a true testament to the toxic masculinity that
pervaded the gender construction of the male subconscious. Its manifestation in their abhorrent
persecution is examined in the literature:
The concentration camp was also a world in which two homosexual realities prevailed: the
widespread occurrence of situational same-sex couplings among otherwise heterosexual
101
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prisoners, something that was ignored, and the brutal treatment of homosexual prisoners.
According to Heinz Heger, “The prisoners with a pink triangle were, as always, ‘filthy
queers’ in the eyes of the other prisoners, while the very fellow prisoners who insulted and
condemned us in this way were quite unperturbed by relationships that the block seniors
and kapos had with young Poles, and just smiled at this behavior, even if somewhat
ironically . . . homosexual behavior between two “normal" men is considered an emergency
outlet, while the same thing between two gay men, is something filthy and repulsive.103
It is apparent in male testimony that heterosexual men struggled with how they saw
themselves within these relational dynamics. I use “relational dynamics” to distinguish between

sexual barter (which, though seemingly consensual, was nonetheless rape in a moral and ethical
sense)104 and forced sexual violence, in which men were raped. They also felt removed from their
choice of consensual sexual exchange, which also shows that many men gained nothing from this
forced exchange, and therefore in testimony they vigorously relay those details in fear of being
labeled as homosexual and are able to defend their identification as heterosexual men. This is in
contrast to how men contrived ways to hold onto their sexual orientation as heterosexual men all

the while defending their choice to acquiesce to what they perceive as homosexual acts, as was the
case with Leon Cyterman who is a survivor featured in both accounts that I used that adequately
discuss male/male sexual abuse in relation to the Holocaust. In Laura Jule Landwehrkamp thesis
she retells how Cyterman was asked by a Kapo to perform fellatio on him in exchange for food,
and thus the relationship continued from there. He argued that what occurred was “a perversion or
a vile/disgusting act that was actually scandalous.” But then stated that he considered himself lucky

to have been the Kapo’s “boyfriend” and uses the details of the winter cold and that he was hungry
to provide a justification for his initial acceptance of the Kapo’s overtures.105 Cyterman’s testimony
is portrayed differently than in Dorota Glowacka’s analysis in which Cyterman is quoted as stating:
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“Can I say something that is very daring? I haven't had the courage to say it before. It was
disgusting. There was a Kapo and one night he asked me, very kindly, to go with him behind the
block and he would give me soup. I said yes. It was in the winter. It was just one time, this one
time only. The soup was frozen. One cannot talk about this.106 There is a discrepancy in how both
testimonies from the same individual differ in either disclosure or how they were transcribed. (The
footnotes of both authors are taken from the same interview code 13196 of the USC Shoah

Foundation: Visual History Archive.) It was imperative to men to defend their heterosexuality in
ways that women did not contend with and to live in silence with their sexual traumas, which they
equivocated to the annihilation of their manhood as one of the long-lasting violations imparted on
them by the Nazi regime. We must understand that we could never behold in our mind’s eye the
actions undertaken to survive and thrive under extreme duress and the immense amount of
suffering that could cause any human being to exercise unimaginable behaviors that they would not

otherwise envision for themselves. The analysis of men, regardless of their sexual orientation, is
used in excusatory and emasculating ways to preserve the framework of the male narrative in
Holocaust testimony. To bring in gender analysis that upends their strength that is amalgamated
with masculine gender constructs would deconstruct the argument that gender is not a critical
juncture within the history of the people who suffered at the hands of Nazi ideology. I acknowledge
that this chapter is but a mere inquiry into the ways that men and the issue of sexuality were thus

treated, but it is an attempt to bring a courageous light and voice to the men who have too long
been silenced and misunderstood.
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Conclusion
The purpose of this investigation is to demonstrate how the initial framework of Holocaust
studies did not consider gender as an essential component of the Nazi Regime’s obliteration of the
ways in which men and women were characterized as perpetrators and victims. Female perpetrators
were once considered victims of the Third Reich, and scholars failed to investigate women with an
impartiality that suggested that because their roles were secondary to men that their participation
was unpremeditated and illegitimate. What scholars initially failed to see was that within a
totalitarian regime, women were further disconnected from the public sphere, so it was within the
protection of the private that they found ways to circumvent these limitations by either playing a
supporting role to men or taking proactive measures by joining the movement as credulous
administrators, auxiliaries, and camp guards to gain visibility by demonstrating their gender
versatility and by exhibiting what they perceived as masculine behavior to gain the attention and
respect of their male counterparts. Many women used conscription as their excusatory position,
which failed to explain their apathetic efficiency in typing the names of millions of Jewish families
with an expeditious flurry that made it possible for the Nazi Regime to steal and plunder people’s
personal artifacts and belongings and how women recalled that they would walk by and watch the
thousands of families packed into ghettos, living in unimaginable squalor as though they were
animals in a zoo, all the while claiming that when these ghettos were liquidated that they lacked
any and all knowledge that people were being transported to their death. How is gender not of
importance when the women who were meant to uphold the values of hearth and home, and meant
to be the more compassionate of the genders, explain their apathetic disinterest in the murder of six
million Jews? The answer is that gender does not equivocate to actions that inform acts of decency
and humanity, and it was a fool’s errand to have relied on heteronormative social construction to
61

have held men accountable and relegate women to an ambiguous sphere of culpability. According
to countless instances of witness testimony, female camp guards exacted cruel and sadistic
behavior as much, if not more, than did the men. Survivors expressed shock, disgust, and
disappointment when discussing how disappointed they were by women who failed to illustrate the
feminine characteristics expected of their gender or to acknowledge that those constructs had
ceased to exist within an apparatus that had blurred all social and moral norms and where

unprecedented amounts of power had made monsters of even the most unsuspecting of people. If
women who participated in the Nazi Regime maintained that they were victims and that their
choices were limited, then the same must be said for men. But the title of “victims” for people who
claim that they could not dissent against the machinery of hate and propaganda that led to the
annihilation of innocent lives is a categorization that they do not deserve. The only true victims are
the ones who were expertly and efficiently vanquished and those that lived to tell about it.

Scholars chose to explore witness testimony through the male narrative, which then became
the official voice for the degradations suffered by both men and women in the Shoah. It is baffling
that scholars took such a pragmatic approach to exploring the ways in which the genocide of an
entire people would not require exploring how gender constructs informed male and female
expression from the moment of German occupation, their being ostracized from society, being
displaced from their homes to ghettos and being deported to concentration camps in which they

were either sent to their immediate death or labor camps that prolonged the inevitable. It was an
exceptional lapse of judgment among scholars to not have incorporated the topic of sexual violence
of both men and women within the framework of Holocaust research. The discussion of gender
was introduced along with the sexual violence of women, which was spun as a titillating distraction
that would both disgrace the memory of the millions murdered as enemies of the German state and
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provide a comparative gender analysis to deduce from the suffering of men. This would prove to be
true in one of the most crucial ways that has left an entire area of Holocaust studies in the dark and
that has relegated men to a sphere of shame and silence in unearthing the trauma of their sexual
abuse and assaults. Scholars lost the opportunity to adequately use the nuances available in the oral
history to illustrate the importance of gender studies within the Holocaust by examining the ways
in which men processed sexual violence differently from women and also demonstrated the

commonalities that would have let then bear their trauma in a collective manner rather than a
comparative one. It is within this framework that gender should have been incorporated. The
individual experiences and traumas of men and women could never be compared, but it is how they
valiantly superseded these traumas that unites them eternally and unequivocally.
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